MARLBOROUGH
We have no patience with the lackey pens which have
sought to invest this long, hateful process with the appear-
ances of dignity and honour. During the whole of his life
Louis XIV was the curse and pest of Europe. No worse
enemy of human freedom has ever appeared in the trappings
of polite civilization. Insatiable appetite, cold, calculating
ruthlessness, monumental conceit, presented themselves
armed with fire and sword. The veneer of culture and good
manners, of brilliant ceremonies and elaborate etiquette, only
adds a heightening effect to the villainy of his life's story.
Better the barbarian conquerors of antiquity, primordial
figures of the abyss, than this high-heeled, beperiwigged
dandy, strutting amid the bows and scrapes of mistresses and
confessors to the torment of his age. Petty and mediocre in all
except his lusts and power, the Sun King disturbed and harried
mankind during more than fifty years of arrogant pomp.
When the amusement of wars was temporarily suspended,
his building extravagances maintained the ceaseless deple-
tion of the wealth of France. Thousands of his soldiers and
workmen perished in a futile attempt to bring the waters of
the Eure to make his fountains play at Versailles. The French
nobility, invited or summoned from their estates, were housed
in one teeming hotbed of subservience, scandal, and intrigue in
the royal palace. Thus they lost all contact with their tenantry
and all influence upon political affairs, and the French Crown
was deprived of the strength of a patriarchate to unite it
with the people. All was sacrificed to the worship of a single
man. The past of France and its future, its revenues and its
manhood, alike were squandered for his personal pride. He
never dared in all his wars to lead his armies in a battle. He
preened himself under obsequious flattery, and read aloud or
recited, with tears coursing down his cheeks, the poems and
inscriptions which dutiful men of letters composed in his
honour. By a life more narrowly personal even than that
of Napoleon he blindly prepared the guillotines which after
a hundred years had passed slew his blameless descendant, and
destroyed not only the dynasty, but the system of society
which was his supreme ideal.
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